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JUST when we thought that the reactionary forces could go no
further, the Conclave of Cardinals confounded us all by electing
one of its most conservative and brilliant minds to lead the Ro-
man Catholic flock. One would have thought that this would be
precisely the wrong thing to do at a time when reconciliation
between religions, rather than polarization, should be the im-
perative. However the Church is simply following what appears
to be the global trend of appointing fundamentalists and ideo-
logues to key positions in international institutions.

Since the start of the second George W. Bush administration,
there has been a notably more aggressive US engagement with
the multilateral system. Bush’s former under secretary of de-
fense and conservative ideologue Paul Wolfowitz will take over
at the World Bank and John Bolton - who prides himself on
“busting” multilateral treaties - although still struggling through
Senate hearings, is likely to be confirmed as US ambassador to
the United Nations. On the domestic front, the shadowy John
Negroponte (whose reputation is to “always get the job done-
however dirty”) will be the top dog of US intelligence, an ap-
pointment with international implications given the US’ obses-
sion with security and terrorism. And there are others in the
pipeline. In May former US secretary of state for agriculture
and unabashed champion of agribusiness Ann Veneman will
take over UNICEF and, in the next months we can expect the
US to determine who will (or will not) be the new director gen-
eral of the WTO. In another sign of increased “engagement”
Mark Malloch-Brown, former head of the UNDP, has been ap-
pointed to foster US-UN cooperation, a position housed in the
office of the UN Secretary-General.  Although Malloch-Brown’s
intention is to “improve” the state of relations, it’s most likely
that his main task will be to carry messages to Kofi Annan
about what is and is not acceptable to the US.

Given the contempt that Bush displayed for the UN when he
addressed the General Assembly weeks before invading Iraq,
what does this mean? Why is the US - whose foreign policy to
date has been characterized by the unilateralism of its invasion
of Iraq — so determined to reshape multilateralism? Is it an
attempt to control the international institutions and limit any
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resistance they might offer to the neo-conserva-
tive agenda, and if so should this be read as a
sign of weakness? Or is it an offensive strategy
based on the realization that the “democracy and
freedom” rhetoric, which gives the moral ballast
to the essentially militaristic and interventionist
Bush/Cheney/Rice foreign policy, needs both the
legitimacy of a “re-balanced” multilateral frame-
work and the tools that the international institu-
tions offer.

Although it’s not at all clear whether the US’ “en-
gagement” with the international institutions is
defensive or offensive, what is clear is the paucity
of political will, ideas and alternatives at the top,
which leaves the field clear for the US to do as it
wants. For example, at the spring Bretton Woods
meetings, the G7 finance ministers and the IMF
finance committee issued press statements which
could have been written any time in the past 10
years, containing little more than vague prom-
ises to do something about debt and exhorta-
tions to liberalise trade. The “hallmark” of this
year’s list of clichés was the special emphasis on
financial services (no doubt someone has real-
ized that this is a sector likely to yield tremen-
dous windfalls while carrying little risk of public
resistance).

The communiqué of the IMF finance committee
said, in part:

“We then discussed the poverty agenda. We dis-
cussed debt relief; we discussed the role of the
IMF in tackling poverty; and we discussed the
contribution of trade to the relief of poverty in the
poorest countries. Our communiqué says that we
agreed that poverty reduction must remain at the
top of the international agenda...We have gone
on to say in our communiqué that successful and
ambitious multilateral trade liberalization is cen-
tral to global growth and economic development,
and we agreed to encourage the Doha partici-
pants to aim for ambitious and comprehensive
results, notably in agriculture, with substantial
reductions in barriers to other trade, including
trade and financial services, and strengthen mul-
tilateral trade rules.”

Similarly, the G7 noted “an ambitious result of
the Doha Development Round is key for global
growth. Countries with open and well-supervised
financial services sectors, especially emerging
markets and developing countries, have achieved
significantly higher growth rates. A strong WTO
agreement on financial services at the Hong Kong
ministerial is in the best interests of the global
community.”

Further evidence, if it’s needed, that the solutions
to our global problems will have to come from
below, because they certainly aren’t coming from
the top.

In this issue of Focus on Trade, Shalmali Guttal
and Walden Bello make an assessment of ten years
of Jim Wolfensohn’s presidency of the World Bank
and Walden Bello contributes a small footnote to
the historical record on Paul Wolfowitz. Sajin
Prachason reports on the latest moves in the Thai-
land-US FTA negotiations, and Herbert Docena
explains how the proposed National Identifica-
tion System in the Philippines makes a potential
terrorist of us all.

Finally, if you want to know more about who the
US is appointing to the key jobs, the Peoples
Health movement has launched a letter of protest
against the appointment of Ann Veneman to
UNICEF: for more information go to http://
www.saveunicef.org/ and the progressive US In-
ternational Relations Centre (IRC) has an excel-
lent website tracking the “architecture of power”
in the US http://rightweb.irc-online.org/index.php
which contains biographies of Wolfowitz,
Negroponte, Bolton, et al. A must read.



WITH all the hullabaloo generated by the desig-
nation of Paul Wolfowitz as his successor, out-
going World Bank President James Wolfensohn’s
record in leading the Bank has so far escaped
serious scrutiny.

Wolfensohn’s was an ambitious presidency.  Cho-
sen by President Bill Clinton to head the world’s
largest multilateral lender in 1995, Australian-
turned-American Wolfensohn promised to make
the Bank more sensitive to the needs of develop-
ing countries.  The institution was then identified
with structural adjustment programs that had
wrenched developing country economies without
bringing about growth, and with controversial
projects such as environmentally and socially
destabilizing land resettlement schemes in the
Amazons and Indonesia, and large dams, no-
table among which were the Arun III in Nepal
and the Sardar Sarover in India.

THE PR OFFENSIVE
At first, things appeared to go Wolfensohn’s way.
Assisted by a well-oiled public relations machine
headed by ex-Economist writer Mark Malloch-
Brown. (1) Wolfensohn tried to recast the Bank’s
image as an institution that was not only moving
away from structural adjustment, but also mak-
ing elimination of poverty its central mission, along
with promoting “good governance” and environ-
mentally sensitive lending.  Channels to civil soci-
ety were opened up, especially with the forma-
tion of the NGO Committee on the World Bank.
However, many civil society organizations, such
as the 50 Years is Enough network, complained
that World Bank consultations with civil society
were part of a divide-and-rule strategy that
sought to separate “reasonable” NGOs from “un-
reasonable” ones.  Indeed, not a few influential
NGO’s were seduced by Wolfensohn’s promise
to overhaul the Bank’s approach and programs.

During the Asian financial crisis in 1997-98,
Wolfensohn and his chief economist Joseph Stiglitz
successfully managed to steer popular oppro-
brium away from the Bank to the IMF when
Stiglitz and other Bank economists publicly ques-
tioned the wisdom of the capital account liberal-
ization policies promoted by the Fund that had
played such a key role in the crisis.  The Bank
also attempted to deflect criticisms about its own

role in crisis management by attributing the foun-
dation of the Asian crisis to “crony capitalism” in
crisis struck countries, thus gathering steam in
its calls for “good governance.”

THE MELTZER REPORT
Then in February 2000, like lightning out of the
blue, came the report of the Commission on In-
ternational Financial Institutions Advisory Com-
mission appointed by the US Congress report.
Headed up by conservative US academic Alan
Meltzer, the Commission came up with a number
of devastating findings based on the Bank’s own
data: 70 per cent of the Bank’s non-grant lending
was concentrated in eleven member countries, with
145 other members left to scramble for the re-
maining 30 per cent; 80 per cent of the Bank’s
resources were devoted not to the poorest coun-
tries but to the better-off ones that enjoyed posi-
tive credit ratings and could therefore raise their
funds in international capital markets; the failure
rate of Bank projects was 65-70 per cent in the
poorest societies and 55-60 per cent in all devel-
oping countries.  In short, the World Bank was
irrelevant to the achievement of its avowed mis-
sion of alleviating global poverty.

Deprived of the public relations skills of Malloch-
Brown who left the Bank to head up the United
Nations Development Program, the Bank fumbled
badly in its response.  Much to the chagrin of
Wolfensohn, few people came to the Bank’s de-
fense.  Indeed, more interesting was that many
critics from across the political spectrum-left,
right, and center-agreed with the report’s find-
ings though not necessarily with its key recom-
mendation of slimming down the Bank into a
World Development Authority managing grant aid
and devolving its loan programs to regional de-
velopment banks. Among them was Wolfensohn’s
occasional ally, financial guru George Soros, who
agreed with the conservative Meltzer that the
Bank’s “lending business is inefficient, no longer
appropriate, and in some ways
counterproductive...and need [ed] to be reformed
to eliminate unintended adverse consequences.”

THE WORLD BANK AND GOOD GOVER-
NANCE
Meanwhile, the political aftermath of the Asian
financial crisis wrought havoc with the World
Bank’s stated aim of promoting “good gover-
nance.”  This loudly proclaimed goal was con-
tradicted by sensational revelations regarding the
Bank’s relationship with the Suharto regime in
Indonesia-an involvement that continued well into
the Wolfensohn era.  A “country of concentra-
tion” for the Bank, some $30 billion had been fun-
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neled to the dictatorship over 30 years.  Accord-
ing to Jeffrey Winters and other Indonesia spe-
cialists, the Bank accepted false statistics, knew
about and tolerated the fact that 30 cents of ev-
ery dollar in aid it dispensed to the regime was
siphoned off to corrupt uses, legitimized the dic-
tatorship by passing it off as a model for other
countries, and was complacent about the state of
human rights and the Suharto clique’s monopo-
listic control of the economy.  Suharto’s loss of
power in the tumultuous events of 1998 and 1999
was paralleled by the erosion of the credibility of
the World Bank’s rhetoric about good governance.

The Bank took more hits as news of corruption
and malpractice came to light in Bank supported
infrastructure projects.  Prominent among these
were the Lesotho Highlands Water Project (LHWP)
and the Bujagali Falls dam in Uganda.  In 2001,
the Lesotho High Court started investigating
charges of bribery against several major interna-
tional dam-building companies and public offi-
cials in connection with the LHWP.  Instead of
supporting a nationally accountable legal process,
the Bank quietly conducted its own internal in-
vestigation of three of the companies charged with
paying bribes and concluded that there was in-
sufficient evidence to punish them for corruption.
In 2002, the Lesotho High Court eventually suc-
ceeded in convicting four companies for paying
bribes, among them Acres International, a long
term ally and pet contractor of the World Bank
and who the Bank had cleared in its internal in-
vestigation.  It took the Bank well over a year to
eventually announce that it would disbar Acres
International from World Bank contracts for a
period of three years.

THE HIPC FIASCO
A major World Bank-led initiative launched under
Wolfensohn’s watch-the plan to reduce Third
World debt-also ran into trouble. The Bank ini-
tiative was designed to offset increasing demands
for total debt cancellation for developing coun-
tries that had been mired in massive debt since
the debt crisis in the early 1980s.  Calling debt
cancellation unrealistic, the Bank called for debt
reduction.  Then it sharply reduced the number
eligible for debt reduction to 42 out of 165 devel-
oping countries-thus the name “HIPC” or the
Highly Indebted Poor Countries” initiative.  Fur-
ther, it stipulated that debt reduction of eligible
countries would be granted by the big country
creditors in exchange for “economic reforms”
undertaken by the debtors.

Trumpeted at the G7 meeting in Cologne in
July1999, the HIPC initiative was in trouble a few

years later.  As it turned out, it covered only 6.4
per cent of the total debt of the world’s poorest
countries, according to the calculations of the
British charity Christian Aid.  Moreover, as of
2002, only 20 of the eligible 42 counties were able
to comply with the conditions policies imposed
by the Bank and the IMF.  Of these 20, it was
revealed that, despite reductions in their debt stock
under the program, four would actually have debt
service payments in 2003-2005 that would be
higher than their annual debt service paid in 1998-
2000; five countries would be paying as much in
debt service as before HIPC; and six countries
would have their annual debt service reduced by
a modest $15 million.  Responding to criticism
that that actual debt reduction from HIPC would
be meager, the World Bank blamed lower prices
for developing country exports but admitted that
half the countries covered by HIPC would still have
unsustainable debt loads at the end of the pro-
gram.

The September 3, 2002 Bank report on the Status
of Implementation of HIPC showed that the
Bank’s strategy for countries in the HIPC
programme “exporting themselves out of debt”
through exports of primary commodities did not
work.  Debt indicators particularly worsened for
those countries dependant on the exports of cot-
ton, cashew, fish and copper.  However, with the
exception of fiddling here and there on numbers,
“sunset clauses” and “completion points,” the
HIPC strategy remained intact and the Bank made
no effort to revise it based on evidence provided
in its own internal reports.

STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT BY AN-
OTHER NAME
Poverty Reduction Strategy Programs (PRSPs)
were promoted by Wolfensohn as a replacement
for the much-discredited structural adjustment
programs that had been the Bank’s and IMF’s
main approach to development since the 1980s.
The rhetoric of change did not, however, match
the reality of continuity, according to several stud-
ies conducted by civil society groups.  As one
exhaustive study conducted by the European Net-
work on Debt and Development found, while
PRSPs stress the importance of social safety nets
and poverty reduction, the prescribed macroeco-
nomic reforms to achieve them are “undiscussed”
and are indistinguishable from the previous mac-
roeconomic frameworks that focused on achiev-
ing rapid growth via liberalization and
privatization.  Moreover, the much-vaunted “par-
ticipatory approach” of the PRSP amounted to
“little more than consultations with a few promi-
nent and liberal CSOs [civil society organizations]



rather than substantive public dialogue about the
causes of incidence of poverty.”

Even more searing in its conclusion was a de-
tailed investigation of PRSPs in Vietnam, the Lao
PDR, and Cambodia by Focus on the Global South,
which found the same one-size-fits-all formula
of deregulation, liberalization, and commercial-
ization of land and resource rights: “The PRSP is
a comprehensive program for structural adjust-
ment, in the name of the poor.” (see http://
w w w . f o c u s w e b . o r g / m a i n / h t m l /
modules.php?op=modload&name=News&file=article&sid=252)

THE WORLD BANK AND THE ENVIRONMENT
Wolfensohn’s effort to convince the world that
the World Bank was becoming an environmen-
tally sensitive agency was still born.  In 1990,
many environmentalists were dismayed that the
Bank became the lead agency of the Global Envi-
ronmental Facility, a multilateral channel for en-
vironment-related lending, since it was one the
biggest lenders for environmentally destabilizing
infrastructure projects.  Wolfensohn’s actions, as
opposed to his rhetoric, merely confirmed their
fears.  Under Wolfensohn, the Bank was a staunch
backer of the controversial Chad-Cameroon pipe-
line, which would seriously damage ecologically
fragile areas such as Cameroon’s Atlantic Littoral
Forest.  Furthermore, Bank management was
caught violating its own rules on environment and
resettlement when it tried to push through the
China Western Poverty Reduction Project, which
would have transformed an arid ecosystem sup-
porting minority Tibetan and Mongolian sheep-
herders into agricultural land for people from
other parts of China.  Global pressure from civil
society groups forced cancellation of some of the
worst aspects of this program, but other envi-
ronmentally threatening components were ap-
proved.

A look at the Bank’s loan portfolio by the inter-
national environmental organization Friends of the
Earth revealed the reality behind the rhetoric: loans
for the environment as a percentage of total loans
declined from 3.6 per cent in fiscal year 1994 to
1.02 per cent in 1998; funds allocated to environ-
mental projects declined by 32.7 per cent between
1998 and 1999; and in 1998, more than half of
all lending by the World Bank’s private sector di-
visions went to environmentally destabilizing
projects such as large dams, roads, and power
plants.  Not surprisingly, at the Global Environ-
mental Facility Assembly in New Delhi in 1998,
the Bank came in for harsh criticism for derailing
GEF objectives from an international experts’
panel.  So marginalized was the Bank’s environ-

mental staff within the bureaucracy that Herman
Daly, the distinguished ecological economist, left
the Bank because he felt that he and other in-
house environmentalists were having minimal
impact on agency policy.

MANAGING CIVIL SOCIETY
Opposition to projects with negative economic,
social and environmental impacts triggered
Wolfensohn’s efforts to manage his critics from
civil society via “constructive engagements” and
“multi-stakeholder dialogues.”  Most prominent
among these were the Structural Adjustment Par-
ticipatory Review (SAPRI), the World Commission
on Dams (WCD) and the Extractive Industries
Review (EIR).  Although focused on different ar-
eas of Bank operations, all three initiatives sought
to bring Bank critics around a negotiating table in
a bid to prove that the Bank was willing to change,
listen to its detractors and become more respon-
sive to criticisms about its operations and po-
lices.  But the reality proved to be quite the oppo-
site and in all three cases, the Bank showed itself
to be unwilling to accept, let alone act, on the
outcomes of these initiatives. A quick look at all
three might be instructive for those who hold illu-
sions that dialogue with the Bank will result in
substantive change in its policies and operations.

STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT PARTICIPA-
TORY REVIEW INITIATIVE
Wolfensohn’s “feel good” approach was put to a
test-and by all accounts failed-in the very first
“constructive engagement” exercise he commit-
ted the Bank to through the SAPRI. Wolfensohn
had arrived at the World Bank in 1995, just as
the ’50 Years is Enough’ campaign was gather-
ing steam.  A merger of economic justice and
environmental groups that targeted the Bank’s
disastrous record in SAPs and infrastructure and
energy projects, the 50 Years Campaign and the
media coverage it generated threatened
Wolfensohn with a failed presidency before he had
even begun his term.  In an attempt to diffuse the
attacks of external critics on the Bank and possi-
bly to signal the dawn of a “new” World Bank,
Wolfensohn accepted a civil-society challenge to
conduct a joint Bank-civil society-government
assessment of structural adjustment programs
(SAPs) and agreed to enter into the SAPRI initia-
tive, which was finally launched in 1997.

SAPRI was designed as a tripartite field-based
exercise, and a civil society team worked with a
Bank team appointed by Wolfensohn to develop
a transparent and participatory global method-
ology for gathering and documenting evidence of
the impacts of World Bank-IMF SAPs at local-



national levels in seven countries. This included
local workshops, national fora and field investi-
gations.  The process was also undertaken by
civil society organizations in two additional coun-
tries where the Bank and governments refused to
participate.

Despite agreement on the common rules of the
exercise and the review methodology, the World
Bank team played an obstructionist role through-
out the SAPRI process.  For example, at public
fora, instead of trying to listen to and learn from
the evidence presented by civil society represen-
tatives about the impacts of SAPs, Bank staff al-
most always argued points and in the end, claimed
that the fora presentations (which were part of
the agreed-upon qualitative input) constituted “an-
ecdotal evidence.”  Similarly, while civil society at
the national level tended to accept joint research
findings despite reservations, the Bank almost
always found extensive faults in the draft reports.
In Bangladesh, the Bank had over 50 pages of
objections to the joint report covering four or five
topics. Civil society groups, however remained
firm that the Bank adhere to the commitments it
had made to the methodology and process, and
pushed ahead with field investigations where an
increasing amount of data started to emerge about
the impacts of SAPs from farmers, workers,
women’s and indigenous peoples’ organizations,
and even governments.  Many government de-
partments participated in good faith in these in-
vestigations, although they remained nervous
about the Bank’s willingness to accept the find-
ings.

As the Bank’s ability to control country processes
decreased, so also did its ability to control the
output of the Review. Even before the final and
concluding national fora were reached, field in-
vestigations already indicated major problems in
all aspects of adjustment programs — from trade
and financial-sector liberalization to the
privatization of utilities and labor-market reforms.
Reluctant to go public with these findings, the
Bank team backed off from an earlier (written)
agreement to present all SAPRI findings in a large
public forum in Washington DC, with Wolfensohn
present.  Instead, the Bank team insisted on a
closed technical meeting and a small session in
Washington DC scheduled when Wolfensohn was
not in town.   Most important, the Bank now in-
sisted that it and civil society each write separate
reports.  The Bank report used the Bank’s own
commissioned research as the basis for its con-
clusions and barely referred to the five-year SAPRI
process. In August 2001, the Bank pulled out of
SAPRI and buried the entire exercise, and except

to say that it had learned a lot from SAPRI, the
Bank did not commit itself to reshaping its lend-
ing policies based on the SAPRI findings.

On 15 April 2002, the full SAPRI report (under the
name of SAPRIN, to include findings from the two
countries where civil society conducted investi-
gations without Bank involvement) was released
to the public and received immense media cover-
age.  The Bank entered the fray again and
Wolfensohn requested a meeting with SAPRIN
members.  He expressed regrets that he and his
staff had not been in touch with SAPRI and prom-
ised to read the report and discuss it seriously in
the near future.  To date, however, neither the
Bank, nor Wolfensohn have shown any commit-
ment to review and make changes to their ad-
justment lending.  On the contrary, structural
adjustment policies continue to be the mainstay
of Bank-Fund lending through PRSPs and the
Poverty Reduction and Growth Facility (PRGF).

THE WORLD COMMISSION ON DAMS
Like the SAPRI, the World Commission on Dams
also proved to be a thorn in the Bank’s side.  Es-
tablished in 1997 following a meeting convened
in Gland, Switzerland by the World Bank and the
World Conservation Union (IUCN), the WCD was
the first body to conduct a comprehensive and
independent global review of the development ef-
fectiveness of large dams and to propose inter-
nationally acceptable standards to improve the
assessment, planning, building, operating and fi-
nancing of large dam projects.  Although co-spon-
sored by the World Bank, the origins of the WCD
lie in the numerous anti-dam struggles waged by
dam affected communities and NGOs around the
world, in particular those targeting World Bank-
funded projects from the mid-1980s onwards.
Chaired by then South African Minister of Water
Resources Kader Asmal, the WCD was comprised
of twelve commissioners from eminent back-
grounds, and included representatives from the
dam building industry, anti-dam struggles, indig-
enous people’s movements, civil society organi-
zations, the public sector and academia.  Over a
period of two and half years, the WCD commis-
sioned a massive volume of research and received
nearly 1000 submissions from around the world
on the environmental, social, economic, techni-
cal, institutional and performance dimensions of
large dams.  The work of the Commission was
monitored by the WCD Forum, which consisted
of representatives from research institutions,
NGOs, donor governments, the private sector and
multilateral institutions including the World Bank.

The WCD’s final report “Dams and Development:



A New Framework for Decision-Making”, was
launched by Nelson Mandela in London in No-
vember 2000.  Despite deep differences in the
backgrounds and political perspectives among all
those involved in the WCD process, the WCD re-
port was widely acclaimed as a non-partisan and
progressive framework for decision making for
future water and energy planning.

Although the WCD worked independently from
the World Bank, the Bank played a more active
role in the development of the WCD Report than
any other institution.  Bank representatives were
active members of the WCD Forum, and the Bank
was consulted at every stage of the WCD’s work
program.  Bank President Wolfensohn even ap-
plauded the WCD process as a model for future
multi-stakeholder dialogues.  However, this rheto-
ric did not translate into commitments to learn
from the evidence gathered by the WCD, or to
apply the new guidelines proposed in the
Commission’s Report.

While the WCD Report was welcomed by bilat-
eral donors, other multilateral banks (such as the
Asian Development Bank and the African Devel-
opment Bank) and even some industry associa-
tions (such as International Commission on Large
Dams — ICOLD), the World Bank’s response dis-
played a stunning lack of commitment to effec-
tively learn from past mistakes, and it even mis-
represented the findings of the Report.  At the
Report’s launch in November 2000, Wolfensohn
said that the Bank would consult its shareholders
on their opinions.  The Bank’s subsequent posi-
tion on the WCD Report was based primarily on
the responses of dam-building government agen-
cies in the major dam-building countries, which
rejected the Report’s findings and guidelines, and
deemed them inapplicable and even anti-devel-
opment.  In a March 27, 2001 statement, the Bank
said that, “Consistent with the clarification pro-
vided by the WCD Chair, the World Bank will not
‘comprehensively adopt the 26 WCD guidelines’,
but will use them as a reference point when con-
sidering investments in dams.”  And further that,
“This was an unprecedented and highly produc-
tive dialogue between all parties.   The World Bank
believes that such dialogues are very important
for the many controversial development issues,
and will continue to engage in them in the fu-
ture.”

In 2001, the World Bank embarked on a review
of its resettlement policy and a new Water Re-
sources Sector Strategy (WRSS), but did not in-
corporate the recommendations of the WCD Re-
port in any meaningful way in either document.

On the contrary, both policies reflect a lowering
of Bank standards for social, environmental and
economic dimensions of Bank supported projects.
In a letter to President Wolfensohn on12 JULY
2002, the twelve commissioners of the WCD said,
“Given that a major thrust of the WRSS is to rec-
ommend that the Bank actively re-engage in fi-
nancing large-scale dams (referred to in the WRSS
as high-reward/high-riskhydraulic infrastruc-
ture), we think that it is unwise to dismiss with-
out justification or explanation the recommenda-
tions of the first-ever global review of dams
reached through consensus and developed
through an extensive participatory process with
support from the World Bank.”

THE EXTRACTIVE INDUSTRIES REVIEW
The experience of the WCD was relived in yet
another “dialogue between all parties” in the Ex-
tractive Industries Review (EIR).  The EIR was
announced in September 2000 during the World
Bank-IMF annual meeting in Prague.  Challenged
in a public meeting by Friends of the Earth Inter-
national Director Ricardo Navarro on the impacts
of World Bank financed oil, mining and gas
projects, Wolfensohn responded —to the surprise
of his staff - that the Bank would undertake a
global review to examine whether Bank involve-
ment in extractive industries was consistent with
its stated aim of poverty reduction.  Led by
Indonesia’s former environment minister Emil
Salim-himself a controversial figure in the eyes
of peoples’ environmental movements— the EIR
process was less thorough, less independent and
less participatory than the WCD process.  Per-
haps reflecting some learning from the WCD pro-
cess, the World Bank attempted to keep a much
tighter hold on the EIR research and consulta-
tions and, despite protests from peoples’ move-
ments and NGOs involved in the EIR, Bank staff
remained active in scrutinizing inputs into the pro-
cess.  Peoples’ movements and NGOs fought hard
to ensure that factual information about the im-
pacts of extractive industries on different constitu-
encies were fed into the EIR.

The EIR Report was published in Lisbon on 11
December 2003 and, despite Bank interference,
turned out to be a surprisingly strong document.
Although the Report did not respond to all the
concerns and demands of peoples’ movements
and NGOs, it contained strong language and rec-
ommended that the Bank and its private sector
arm, the International Finance Corporation (IFC),
phase out their involvement in oil, mining and
natural gas within five years and shift their fi-
nancing to renewable energy.  The Report caused
an outcry among private financiers (such as



Citibank, ABN Amro, WestLB and Barclays) for
whom Bank involvement in the oil, mining and
gas industries is essential before they are able to
extend financing to such projects.

As with the WCD Report, the World Bank ignored
many of the EIR Report’s important recommen-
dations. Following the release of the EIR Report,
a leaked copy of the World Bank management’s
response (prepared on behalf of President
Wolfensohn) flatly rejected the ambitious proposal
that the Bank phase out of extractive industry by
2008. The management report stated that,
“Adopting this policy would not be consistent with
the World Bank Group mission of helping to fight
poverty and improve the living standards of people
in the developing world” and that ending the fi-
nancing of oil projects “would unfairly penalise
small and poor countries that need the revenues
from their oil resources to stimulate economic
growth and alleviate poverty.”  As an example,
the report cited Chad and Cameroon, where the
Bank has financed an oil pipeline despite vocifer-
ous opposition by local communities and envi-
ronmental groups, and which has been plagued
by controversies about violations of human rights
and environmental standards. Strangely enough,
the Bank argued that it should remain directly
involved in extractive industries because it can
ensure compliance with social and environmental
standards, notwithstanding all evidence to the
contrary.

Quizzed about the Bank management response
to the EIR Report at an awards ceremony in
Georgetown University in Washington DC on 25
February 2004, Wolfensohn responded that he had
not seen the management response before it was
leaked.  He also claimed that the he had learned
that the Report was not a consensual report and
that the Bank had an obligation to respond to
those in the process who were not part of the
represented consensus as well.   Here, too, was a
repeat of the post WCD scenario as Wolfensohn
hid behind the “Southern countries” rhetoric, the
argument being that because Southern govern-
ments did not accept the EIR recommendations,
the World Bank could not make firm commitments
to implement many of these recommendations
such as respecting human rights and ensuring
that oil, gas or mining projects do not go ahead
without the free, prior and informed consent from
local indigenous peoples.

On 9 February 2004 in Melbourne, Wolfensohn
was presented with a letter from five Nobel lau-
reates—Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Jody Will-
iams, Sir Joseph Rotblat, Betty Williams and

Mairead Maguire— urging him to adopt the rec-
ommendations of the EIR.  In the letter the five
laureates said ‘’We urge you in the strongest
possible terms to embrace the spirit of the report
and accept the recommendations in their entirety
when devising a strategy for moving forward.’’
And further, “War, poverty, climate change, greed,
corruption, and ongoing violations of human rights
- all of these scourges are all too often linked to
the oil and mining industries. Your efforts to cre-
ate a world without poverty need not exacerbate
these problems.  The Review provides you an
extraordinary opportunity to direct the resources
of the World Bank Group in a way that is truly
oriented towards a better future for all human-
ity.”

Though the Bank was an initiator and sponsor of
both the WCD and EIR, it refused to adopt their
findings even in principle, hiding behind the op-
position of its larger developing country clients
such as China and India.  In late 2004, the World
Bank announced that it would pursue a new
framework for addressing the social and envi-
ronmental impacts of the projects it finances. Its
“country systems” approach would rely mainly
on borrower governments’ social and environ-
mental standards and systems (for example, a
country’s relevant national, sub-national, or
sectoral implementing institutions, and applicable
laws, regulations, rules, procedures, and track
records) rather than the Bank’s own safeguard
policies for project implementation. Although the
Bank is in any case expected to comply with na-
tional policies, its existing safeguard policies (al-
though rarely complied with even by Bank staff
themselves) provides at least a minimum set of
standards by which the Bank’s commitment to
environmental and social sustainability can be
assessed.  The new “country systems” approach
will likely let the Bank off the hook from such
assessments since it can now conveniently claim
that it is driven by the wishes and needs of its
borrowers rather than its own centralized poli-
cies.

THE LIMITS OF REFORM
Questions have been raised by the press and many
NGOs about the amount of autonomy that
Wolfensohn had in reshaping Bank policies based
on the results of the SAPRI, WCD and the EIR.
Was Wolfensohn truly well intentioned in these
efforts, but thwarted from meeting his commit-
ments by intense political pressures from the IMF,
US Treasury and other G7 countries?  Or was
Wolfensohn all talk and no action, more concerned
with his own image than the outcomes of these
initiatives, and unwilling to use his political capi-



tal if it compromised his position with the higher
powers that control the global economy?

Reflecting on the SAPRI experience, Doug Hellinger
from the Washington DC-based NGO Develop-
ment Gap, said that Wolfensohn “would go no
further in following up on the damning findings
that emerged than his staff and Board would al-
low.  While he had told his management team
that he had left his investment banking days be-
hind him to launch a direct assault on world pov-
erty, throughout his presidency he would repeat-
edly refuse to risk the loss of his political capital,
much less his job or future standing, on this ven-
ture whenever he ran up against the powerful in-
terests behind adjustment programs.  Let civil
society or perhaps his chief economist, do the
heavy lifting, but, in the end, Wolfensohn, like his
less flamboyant predecessors, has faithfully per-
formed his job of protecting these special eco-
nomic and financial interests.”

The increasingly conflictive relationship between
civil society and Wolfensohn came to the boil dur-
ing the tumultuous World Bank-IMF annual meet-
ing held in Prague in September 2000, which had
to be cut short owing to massive demonstrations.
Confronted with a list of thoroughly documented
charges at the famous Prague Castle debate,
Wolfensohn lost his cool, exclaiming, “I and my
colleagues feel good about going to work every-
day.”  It was an answer that was matched only
by IMF Managing Director Horst Koehler’s equally
famous line at the same debate: “I also have a
heart, but I have to use my head in making deci-
sions.”

THE YEARS IN THE WILDERNESS
By 2001, with the advent of a right-wing admin-
istration at the White House, the liberal
Wolfensohn’s future turned uncertain.  Partisans
of his nemesis Meltzer had become his bosses.

He spent his last four years in office steadily ac-
quiescing to the Bush administration’s
“bilateralization” of the World Bank program to
support its wars of aggression in Afghanistan and
Iraq.  In Afghanistan, aside from pledging $570
million and fronting the US effort to raise billions
of dollars for reconstruction, Wolfensohn ex-
pressed interest in the Bank’s participation in fi-
nancing a fuel pipeline to channel massive gas
reserves through Afghanistan from landlocked
Turkmenistan to India or Pakistan, a project
greatly desired by US energy corporations backed
by US Vice President Richard Cheney.

In Iraq, Wolfensohn, prodded by Washington,
committed $3-5 billion for reconstruction and
agreed to manage the Iraq Trust Fund to channel
money to development projects undertaken by the
occupying regime, especially those aimed at “ca-
pacity building” in the private sector, a priority
aim of the Bush administration.

But Wolfensohn could not prevent the erosion of
his authority and prestige. Distrusted by the White
House as a Clinton holdover, he was also regarded
by developing country governments as a lame duck
whose reformist rhetoric no longer conformed to
the unilateralist thrust of US government policy.

Then came a kind of redemption in the form of
Paul Wolfowitz and his scandalous appointment
as Wolfensohn’s successor. In a very real sense,
James Wolfensohn’s reputation was salvaged by
George Bush: so rampant is the fear of Wolfowitz
that the departing Wolfensohn, now being viewed
through rose tinted glasses, is being canonized
as a patron of development.

What can we learn from the Wolfensohn era in
the World Bank?  At several moments during his
presidency, Wolfensohn had in his hands oppor-
tunities to at least slow down the Bank’s destruc-
tive trajectory, even if not turn it around.  He had
the (albeit cautious) commitment of the Bank’s
fiercest critics to objectively review Bank policies,
programmes and projects in a bid to halt its worst
excesses.  But Wolfensohn converted what could
have been a potential victory for the Bank into
unmitigated defeat.  The Bank now stands dis-
credited not only for not meeting its own stated
goal of “creating a world free of poverty,” but
also for its inability and unwillingness to keep its
word and meet the commitments it made pub-
licly through its various “multi-stakeholder dia-
logues.”  Now, more than ever, the World Bank is
associated with double-speak, dithering and du-
plicity.

Arguably, the most important lesson to be learned
from the Wolfensohn decade is that the World
Bank is too large, too political, and too central to
the structure of US-led global capitalism to be
changed by a single individual, even one as char-
ismatic and shrewd as James Wolfensohn.  In the
last instance, the Bank serves as an extension of
US corporate and strategic interests.  Wolfensohn
could only modify its performance at the mar-
gins.  Now even that slight room for maneuver to
initiate cosmetic reform is being eliminated as Paul
Wolfowitz, whose name is synonymous with
unilateralism, steps in as Bank president.



*Walden Bello and Shalmali Guttal are members
of the staff of the Bangkok-based research, analy-
sis, and advocacy organization Focus on the Glo-
bal South.  Much of this report is drawn from
Bello’s latest book Dilemmas of Domination: the
Unmaking of the American Empire (New York:
Henry Holt and Company, 2005).

The authors would like to acknowledge the
contributions of Janneke Bruil (Friends of the
Earth International), Doug Hellinger (the
Development Gap), L.C. Jain (planner and
economist), Peter Bosshard (International Rivers
Network), Patrick McCully (International Rivers
Network) and Soren Ambrose, 50 Years is
Enough.

(1) Malloch-Brown’s career has experienced a
meteoric rise in the UN system: he was recently
appointed to a newly created post in the office
of the UN Secretary General, and is now
responsible for US-UN relations.

A RECENT request for information on the record
of Paul Wolfowitz, the incoming president of the
World Bank, in the Philippines brought back
memories of the last days of the Marcos regime
in 1985-86 and the central role played by US in-
tervention in determining the outcome of that criti-
cal juncture of Philippine history.

In the Philippines, Wolfowitz was, as assistant
secretary of state, one of the people who pressed
for a strategy of political decompression via elec-
tions.  This was not to remove Marcos from of-
fice but to get him to cooperate with the elite op-
position to prevent the left from gaining more
strength.  A key objective was to prevent the US’s
being identified too closely with Marcos, thus en-
dangering US strategic interests in the country.
The strategic aim of the policy was to secure the
future of the two large US military bases, Clark
Air Force Base, and Subic Naval Base.

Wolfowitz worked with a team headed up by then
Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs
Michael Armacost, Defense Department official
Richard Armitage, State Department officer John
Meisto, and US Ambassador to the Philippines
Stephen Bosworth.

The strategy of the team was set forth in a No-
vember 1984 National Security Study Directive
(NSSD).  The NSSD said that “The US...does not
want to remove Marcos from power or to desta-
bilize the GOP [Government of the Philippines].”
Rather it wanted to use Marcos to stabilize the
situation:

“While President Marcos at this stage is part of
the problem, he is also necessarily part of the
solution.  We need to be able to work with him
and to try to influence him through a well-or-
chestrated policy of incentives and disincentives
to set the stage for a peaceful and eventual tran-
sition to a successor government.”  It also stated:
“An overriding consideration should be to avoid
getting ourselves caught between the slow ero-
sion of Marcos’ authoritarian control and the still
fragile revitalization of democratic institutions,
being made hostage to Marcos’ political fortunes,
being saddled with ultimate responsibility for win-
ning the insurgency, or tagged with the success
or failure of individuals in the moderate leader-
ship.”
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On 30 October 1985, Wolfowitz told the US Sen-
ate that elections needed to be held soon because
“time is running out, but time is not being used
well.”  Only “dramatic action” would turn back
the tide of communist insurgency.”  On 3 No-
vember, Marcos announced that elections would
be held and on 12 November Wolfowitz told a
congressional hearing that pushing Marcos to hold
elections was central since “elections can serve
as the cornerstone of an effective
counterinsurgency campaign by demonstrating
the government’s commitment to meeting the
people’s aspiration for a responsive leadership of
their choice.”

Instead of stabilizing the situation and setting the
basis for a compromise between Marcos and the
elite opposition to ward off the insurgency, as in-
tended by Wolfowitz and company, the elections
led to a the historic “people’s power” uprising
that left Marcos isolated and barely hanging on
to power.  President Ronald Reagan, out of loy-
alty to Marcos, hesitated to switch sides, and this,
as another key actor, William Sullivan, put it,
threatened to “snatch defeat from the jaws of vic-
tory.” Wolfowitz and company then successfully
pressured Reagan to dump Marcos and spirit him
to Hawaii and endorse the incoming Aquino gov-
ernment.

Nevertheless, the State Department team saw their
strategy as a success in terms of saving US in-
terests since the US was seen by the elite and
middle class as having contributed to the pres-
sure on Marcos to hold elections. As Michael
Armacost put it in a background briefing on 23
April 1986:  “Our objective was to capture... to
encourage the democratic forces of the center,
then consolidate control by the middle and also
win away the soft support of the NPA [New
People’s Army]. So far, so good.”

Indeed, the left, expecting the US to support
Marcos till the end, was left in disarray by the
US’s last minute dumping of the dictator.  More-
over, the incoming administration of President
Corazon Aquino steadily aligned itself with the
US, becoming more and more dependent on it for
protection as elements within the Philippine mili-
tary launched a series of coup attempts.  Aquino
acquiesced to a macroeconomic policy pushed by
the International Monetary Fund and the US Trea-
sury Department that placed the priority on the
Philippines’ paying off its debt to US and other
foreign banks instead of development.  Aquino
also lobbied for the maintenance of US bases in
the country.  She was, however, opposed by a
nationalist bloc in the Philippine Senate, leading

to the termination of the bases in 1992.

The Marcos-Aquino transition would go down as
an example of successful counterinsurgency that
introduces formal democratization while keeping
in place both the structure of elite rule and the
elite alliance with the United States.

The ambassadorship to Indonesia was seen by
many as a reward for Wolfowitz’ performance
during the Philippine crisis.  Without a credible
threat from the left in Indonesia, however,
Wolfowitz pretty much continued the US policy
of full support for President Suharto.  If Wolfowitz
ever advised Suharto to decompress, that never
reached the public record.

* Walden Bello is the executive director of Focus
on the Global South and professor of sociology at
the University of the Philippines.



THE third round of Thailand-US free trade agree-
ment (FTA) negotiations ended on 8 April with
great disappointment for civil society activists
because people’s demand and concerns were cast
aside.

After a brief delay in the talks last year, the nego-
tiations between Thailand and the US resumed at
full steam after the ruling Thai Rak Thai Party
won a landslide victory in the national election in
February this year.  The new round of negotia-
tions took place 4-8 April 2005 in an isolated but
luxurious hotel on the cliff overseeing the beach
in Pattaya.  Of the twenty-two issues on the table,
intellectual property rights (IPR) was of greatest
concern to farmers, patients, academics, NGOs
and other civil actors.  Following the model of the
FTAs agreed with Singapore, Australia and Chile,
the US was expected to aggressively demand the
protection of IPR beyond that required under the
Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights agree-
ment (TRIPs) in the WTO.  This would have a
devastating impact on people’s lives and millions
of family farms in the country by the intensifica-
tion of control on drugs and seeds, not to men-
tion other commodities, by the US-based
transnational corporations.

WELCOME TO AMAZING THAILAND!
Thailand is no Japan.  In the Thailand-Japan FTA
negotiations, Japan stands firm on protecting their
most politically sensitive sector, agriculture.  Thai-
land, in contrast, is willing to put everything, no
matter how sensitive it is, on the table, and only
then modify the proposal according to the ability
to negotiate.  There is no tough stand or position
on what should be in or out of this project of
trade expansion. For Thailand, everything is ne-
gotiable.

The FTA talks with the US are highly asymmetric
in both political and economic power.  Despite
this, the Thai government and the negotiating team
chose not disclose crucial information and asked
people to trust them for they hold the “best inter-
ests of the country in their hearts”.  In fact, the
head of the negotiation team, Mr Nitya
Pibulsongkram, was a former Ambassador in
Washington.  His experiences in the US should
have made him realize how the terms of this trade

game are established and how Thailand would
fare in the negotiations. Unfortunately, what he
told the public later — that “finally, whatever we
have to sacrifice must be sacrificed, if that helps
get a better deal” — simply showed that Thai-
land had surrendered to the US’s rules of the game
and raised a big question of who decided what is
best for whom.

Therefore, before the negotiations took place,
groups of civil society marched on the street and
submitted a letter to the head of the negotiating
team.  They demanded IPR out of FTA and that
people should participate in the process.  Sadly,
although their voices were loud enough to be
heard, it fell on deaf ears.  Instead, the people’s
action was portrayed as “not constructive and
over-reacting”.  As the authorities explained, “this
meeting, despite reaching the third round, is sim-
ply a forum for information exchange between
parties, not to conclude the agreement”.  Such a
response was a blatant attempt to reduce peoples’
concerns to a technical problem and an implicit
refusal for public participation in the FTA nego-
tiation.

When the free trade talks officially commenced
on the 5 April, over a thousand people took to the
streets, marching to the hotel where negotiations
were taking place.  Although the demonstrators
could reach the hotel doors, it was still too far for
the participants (and, of course, hotel guests) to
realise what was going on outside the building.
After a discussion with the police and represen-
tatives of the Thai negotiating team, fifteen rep-
resentatives of the demonstration were later in-
vited to discuss with the Thai team in the hotel.
Forty-five minutes of meeting was, however, an-
other disappointment: “We are just the negotia-
tors, not the decision-makers,” they said.  “If we
take IPR off the table, the US will do the same
with other issues”.

OH, THAILAND...THANK YOU FOR YOUR
STUPIDITY
“Even without FTAs, Thai people are already con-
suming expensive medicines” is one of the argu-
ments used by the Thai negotiators in an attempt
to convince the public that the FTA with the US is
irrelevant to the higher prices of medicines.  Per-
haps they do not know that the underlying rea-
son is that Thailand has already succumbed to
pressure from the US to extent the drug patent
protection period from 15 years to 20 years (as
stated in the TRIPs) eight years ahead of the dead-
line set by the WTO. That is, Thailand has al-
ready exceeded its TRIPS obligations in the face
of US pressure. While other developing countries
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took the extra time to develop and strengthen their
own pharmaceutical industries, Thai people were
forced to buy expensive patent drugs since 1992,
and domestic industries have been limited in their
growth and capacity to provide more affordable
alternatives.  As a result, it is not surprising that
drug prices remain high, even “without FTAs”

During the past few months, the US has used
several tactics to calm down the pressure against
the proposed FTA.  The Embassy in Bangkok
approached a number of civil organisations and
offered a meeting with them but insisted that no
press be involved.  An informal meeting organised
by the USTR (United States Trade Representa-
tive) on the 5 April confirmed a belief among civil
society that people’s lives were not and would
not be considered as essential in the FTA with the
US.  It seemed that the sole purpose of the meet-
ing was to persuade and propagandize how Thai
people would benefit from agreeing on IPR with
the US.

The whole process of launching, negotiating and
concluding FTAs in Thailand is entirely detached
from democratic values. The parliament is nei-
ther consulted nor required to approve FTAs. Nor
is the idea of people’s participation seriously en-
couraged.  The outcome of the FTA talks is left in
the hands of a few people in the government and
carried out in a closed negotiation room.  Until
now, the expected benefits from the FTA with the
US are not clear.  US investors have enjoyed a
privilege over other investors during the past 37
years through the Treaty of Amity but now they
are demanding even more liberalisation.  In con-
trast, in agriculture, where Thailand has an ad-
vantage, the issue of US agricultural subsidies,
which leads to price decline in the world market,
is not included in the discussion.  The FTA with
the US cannot mean anything except deepening
the US and its multinational corporation’s domi-
nation in the country.  Unfortunately, the Thai
government keeps silent and is chronically deaf
to people’s worries.

The third round of FTA talks between Thailand
and the US is over.  It was the first and would
also be the last meeting to be held in Thailand as
future talks are set somewhere else.  This means
the rest of the talks could be done more easily,
far from public pressure.  The outcome of the
negotiation in Pattaya did not result in any sig-
nificant changes.  The US said they were satis-
fied and ready to make a move in the next meet-
ing during July-August.  The Thai negotiating team
repeated their argument that no agreements or
commitments on any issues will be made until a

later date.  And IPR is still on the list.  The only
modification is one additional sentence about  “re-
specting the Doha Declaration”, which is entirely
inconsistent with the act of putting IPR on the FTA
table at the first place.

Peoples’ participation is essential.  Thailand can-
not be a democratic country if its people are not
allowed to take part fully in economic decision-
making, particularly in a mega plan like FTAs,
which creates a few winners but many losers.  It
is not enough to assess the “benefits” of an FTA
solely on the basis of competitiveness in the pri-
vate sector without regard to the overall social,
cultural and environmental impacts.  In response
to mass opposition to FTAs with the US and Ja-
pan, the Thai authorities proposed to establish a
complaint and information centre, showing their
misplaced belief that people’s participation can be
done through a “technical  fix”.  In contrast, genu-
ine people’s participation in the FTA negotiation
must be realized at the political, policy and prac-
tical levels.  All sectors must be equipped with
information and allowed to debate on significant
issues because Thailand is not a company and
the right to govern belongs to everybody.

* Sajin Prachason is a research associate with Fo-
cus on the Global South.



[The article is taken from a longer report
entitled “Under the Watchful Eye: The Philip-
pines National ID System and the Global Project
to Compile Dossiers and Keep an Eye on
Everyone,” which can be downloaded at
www.focusweb.org/pdf/NatID article-
format.pdf]

THE multi-state anti-terrorist information ex-
change (MATRIX) project is a giant database that
contains millions of items of personal informa-
tion, including physical features, ethnicity, cur-
rent and past addresses, phone numbers, crimi-
nal history, real estate information, photographs
of neighbours and business partners, car model,
credit history, and marriage and divorce records.
The complete list of information is kept secret so
nobody knows for sure - except those who ac-
cess the database - what else is in the MATRIX.
Maintained by a private company in five US states,
the database is partly funded by the US Depart-
ment of Justice, controlled by the US Department
of Homeland Security, and accessible to US offi-
cials. (1)

After 11 September 2001, MATRIX programmers
formulated a “terrorism quotient” to seek out
“potential terrorists” among those with records
in the database. This practice is called “data min-
ing”: the computerized analysis of vast amounts
of personal information to identify patterns of
behaviour that supposedly indicate “terrorist”
activity. This in turn is used for “profiling” or as-
signing of levels of risk to individuals. Based on
the supercomputer’s calculations, a total of
120,000 individuals were found to have a “High
Terrorist Factor” score. Their names were given
to the US Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Se-
cret Service, and other police agencies. Dozens
were arrested but until now, their identities - and
what eventually happened to them - remains se-
cret. (2)

Though this sounds like a sci-fi plot, the MATRIX
is real: its existence is neither denied nor classi-
fied. And while the government will dismiss this
as a conspiracy theory, there is good reason to
suspect that the MATRIX provides the model for
what the Philippines government intends to do with
all the information it wants to get it hands on
through the proposed national ID system (NIS).

It is important to stress that what’s crucial to the

national ID system is not the physical card itself
but the vast amount of information to be linked
to each card. Even the Supreme Court, in quash-
ing former President Fidel Ramos’ earlier order
to implement an NIS, recognized the
government’s aim, saying that the system could
give it “the power to compile a devastating dos-
sier against unsuspecting citizens.”

Under the NIS, all Filipinos are supposed to be
given a single “reference number” at birth, with
all their personal information to be linked to it in
a central database. Indeed, the government has
moved to consolidate all the information in dif-
ferent government agencies in one system. De-
fense Secretary Avelino Cruz made has made clear
what the idea behind this is, saying, “With one
number for each individual, it is easier to check
their files from a computer.” (3)

What they’re not saying out loud, though, is that
the database is not just intended to keep people’s
SSS, GSIS, TIN, and other records. Senator Panfilo
Lacson’s bill specifically mentions that “minimal
data shall be held in the ID card while more sen-
sitive and confidential data shall be stored in back-
end computer systems.” Interior Secretary Angelo
Reyes said the IDs are to contain other “distin-
guishing features.” Cruz wants criminal records
included. It is important to note that the set of
data accessible to the owner of each ID is not
intended to be identical to what will be collected
and accessed by the government. The data will
only be “confidential” to the bearer but obviously
not to those who will keep them.

What does the government intend to do with all
this “sensitive and confidential” information? There
are efforts to cast the proposal as nothing more
than an innocent plan to facilitate government
transactions or, as Press Secretary Ignacio Bunye
puts it, to make wallets less bulky. (4) And yet,
President Arroyo herself has explicitly said that
the proposal is necessary to “to add more teeth
in the fight against terror.” (5) This, incidentally,
is also the avowed aim of the MATRIX. The NIS
will be used to construct a massive centralized
database of dossiers on all Filipinos in order to,
first, keep an eye on all those that it will desig-
nate as “terrorists” and, second, to ferret out
“potential terrorists” from the population.

Who gets to say who’s a “terrorist”? With the
US’ and the Philippines’ close cooperation on the
“war against terror,” it won’t only be GMA who
will have the key to our local MATRIX and decid-
ing who’s good and who’s not. There is reason
to believe that Philippines’ NIS is part of an ambi-
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tious US-driven project to establish a global reg-
istration and surveillance infrastructure that aims
to ensure that virtually everyone on earth is reg-
istered and that all of our movements, communi-
cations and transactions are monitored, recorded,
and stored in databases that are globally net-
worked with each other and that are accessible
to various governments.

Again, this may sound like an outlandish con-
spiracy theory but in fact, the requirements of
this global surveillance infrastructure have been
met by available technology and are already be-
ing put in place. There is a push for national ID
systems, and the creation of their accompanying
databases, not just in the Philippines but in many
countries around the world. A de facto global iden-
tification system has been put in place with the
adoption of biometric passports as an interna-
tional standard. Alongside this is the expansion
of a global system for tracking movement and
for monitoring communications and transactions.
National and international as well as public and
private databases are being linked, networked,
and made inter-operable in an unprecedented
manner. “Data-mining” is proliferating.

All this is happening in a bigger context marked
by the introduction of “anti-terror laws” around
the world, accompanied by the growing harmo-
nization among different countries’ security agen-
cies. These “anti-terror laws” invariably legalize
warrant-less arrests and indefinite detentions,
loosen rules governing wiretapping, surveillance,
and monitoring of personal communication and
transactions, the freezing of assets, and so on —
all without state officials having to prove that they
have reasonable grounds to do so. In some cases,
they include provisions that sanction secret
searches, secret arrests and secret trials — in the
sense that an individual is not allowed to report
to anyone that he or she has been searched, ar-
rested or is undergoing trial.

Will all these stop “terrorism”? Congressman
Prospero Nograles, one of the NIS’ proponents in
Philippines Congress recently admitted in a tele-
vision interview that “There is no guarantee.” (6)
Indeed, government officials are often at a loss
when pressed to explain how exactly an ID sys-
tem could possibly have stopped the most recent
bombing in Makati.

Will the NIS help to catch “terrorists”? It depends
on who GMA or Bush casts as such: Nelson
Mandela was once tagged a “terrorist”; Iraqis who
are exercising their right to resist the occupation
of their country, as enshrined in the Geneva Con-

ventions, are “terrorists.” As the former director the
Canadian Security Intelligence Services admitted,
definitions of “terrorism” could “easily include be-
havior that doesn’t remotely resemble terrorism.”
(7)

Activists, the political opposition, and virtually any-
one whose existence and actions undermine the in-
terests of those who have the power to decide who’s
a “terrorist” will be especially vulnerable. Because
discrimination is intrinsic to profiling and data-min-
ing, Muslims will be more stigmatized than ever. But
though they’re the ones who are most risk, it’s not
just the activists or the Muslims who are in danger
now.

With anti-terror laws presuming we’re all guilty
unless proven innocent and with data-mining treat-
ing everyone as possible criminals unless our “ter-
rorism quotient” shows otherwise, we are all “po-
tential terrorists” now. Not just any kind of “terror-
ist,” but card-carrying “terrorists.” We’ll all have
IDs to prove it.

* Herbert Docena is research associate with Focus
on the Global South. This article is an abridged ver-
sion of more detailed report entitled, “Under the
Watchful Eye: The Philippines National ID System
and the Global Project to Compile Dossiers and Keep
an Eye on Everyone,” which can be downloaded at
www.focusweb.org/pdf/NatID article-format.pdf
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